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Abstract

The present study is based on the data collected by the Division of

Lifelong Learning, at Indiana State University, in Fall 2002. The data collected

was in the form of a survey questionnaire, mailed to students taking distance

courses. The main objective of the study was to analyze the student preference

for the four types of modalities, designed for the delivery of the distance

courses, at Indiana State-University. It was also aimed at looking at the student

satisfaction for the various services provided by Lifelong Learning. The study

concluded that significantly more students preferred taking courses via the

Internet than via television, videotape or correspondence.
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Background of the Problem

Keeping pace with technological advancements is currently regarded as

one of the most challenging tasks for educators. This is especially true, given

that the transition involves heavy costs, faculty training and student

acceptance, for the change. In keeping with the new-age technology, Indiana

State University recently updated its course offerings, by adopting WebCT, a

courseware development-tool, for creating online courses. However, both

educators and administrators were keen to determine whether students

preferred one medium of delivery for distance courses, to the others.

According to Eastmond (2000), distance education can be defined as a

bridge between the learner and the instructor, who are separated by distance

and time. However, in today's changing scenario, distance education is no

longer the forte of the off-campus student. Many traditional students are

signing up for distance education classes, often because of a preference for the

particular mode of delivery of the course. This, according to Kearsley (1998),

has helped change the image of distance education, from an alternate form"

of education, to mainstream teaching.

Among the different options available for delivery of courses, the

Internet is rapidly becoming a favorite. According to Barker (2000), this is

especially true of technologically advanced countries like the United States.

One of the biggest advantages of online courses, as pointed out by Armstrong,

Gessner & Cooper (2000), is the easy accessibility to computers, whether at
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home, in school or at work. Moreover, it allows for security and privacy, as

noted by Swanson (2001), based on her experience with web-based courses.

However, research indicates that online courses are not the most

popular, in some of the developing countries (Eastmond, 2000). Many academic

institutions across the world continue to promote the use of radio, television

and videoconferencing (Motamedi, 2001). This is particularly noteworthy, given

the fact that infrastructure and resources are often insufficient, if not

completely absent.

The latest trends in education suggest the combination of two or more

media. For instance, Mortensen (2000) promotes synchronous learning by

suggesting the use of "streaming media" as the delivery medium. This would

imply the use of Internet and live video captures for instruction. Thus, it would

allow for face-to-face interaction, without traversing huge distances.

This changing face of technology, and consequently distance education,

also, raises several issues. A key concern, which has often been voiced by

administrators and educators alike, is whether students are ready for the

transition and are the ones benefiting from it. Criticism against the use of the

Internet for course delivery includes the argument that some institutions have

blindly adopted Internet courses, for the sake of enhancing their image (Dwyer,

2000), without conducting any needs assessment analysis.
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Statement of the Problem

The maturation of distance education, as mainstream instruction, has

largely been attributed to the popularity of the World Wide Web. However, the

important question to ask is whether students are satisfied with the switch,

from traditional distance education, to the current use of technology. This

question was especially pertinent to the Division of Lifelong Learning, at

Indiana State University,-since the demographics of a majority of its students

corresponded to first-generation students, from outback regions of the state.

For the purpose of the current study, the following directional

hypothesis was tested:

1. Students in distance education, at Indiana State University, will indicate

a greater preference for online course delivery than for courses

delivered via IHETS, videotape or correspondence.

2. In addition, a general aim of the study was to look at the student

satisfaction for the various services offered by the Division of Lifelong

Learning.
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Methodology

The sample for this study consisted of students taking distance education

courses at Indiana State University, in the fall of 2001. Though, the survey

questionnaire was sent to all students taking distance education courses, the

sample only comprised of those students who returned the completed survey

form. Data thus collected, was further analyzed. Therefore, though the

questionnaire was sent out to roughly about four hundred students, there were

only a hundred and sixty-three completed entries, available for analysis. There

were no comparison groups in the current study, since the sample collected

was of one group, over a single semester.

The demographics of the group were varied. Students belonged to off-

campus remote sites, as well as on-campus locations. Students were also

representative of different academic backgrounds, ranging from a high school

diploma to a graduate degree. Similarly, there were vast differences in the

levels of employment, purpose for taking the course, experiences with distance

courses and the modality of the distance courses currently taking.

The data was first depicted in the form of a spreadsheet. Each student

data, for every item was computed, as a percentage. Hence, the next step of

the statistical computation, involved graphically illustrating the data in the

form of pie charts; one for each item.
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Results

Fig.-I consists of the students percentages for the medium of delivery, of

the distance course that they took in fall 2001. As seen, the maximum courses

taken were Internet courses, with correspondence and television following

next.

Modality

5% 15%

ev, pp-

*saggeoli
65%

15%
OTelevision

0Correspondence

0Internet
O Videotape

Fig. -I

Fig.-II illustrates, the preferred mode of course delivery as listed out in

the student sample. As seen, the Internet is the most preferred, with 77% of

the total student sample, in favor of online courses.

Fig-II

Fig.-III is representative of the various reasons for taking distance

education courses. The most pertinent reason is the inability to take classes

on-campus. A second reason for taking a distance education course, listed out

by 19% of the sample, is a preference for that medium of delivery of the

course, to on-campus, traditional courses.
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Why Distance Course?

7% 1% 7%

43%

0 Unable to commute to campus -N

0 Needed course and it was not
offered on campus

0 Needed course and all on-
campus sections were full

O Needed course but had work
conflict with on campus section

0 Preferred this modality to on-
campus classes

0 Thought the academic demands
would be easier

0 Preferred the distance professor

IS Allowed me to take more courses
in order to graduate sooner .

0 It looked like an interesting
course

1:1 llthczr

0

Fig.-III

Fig.-IV is representative of the level of satisfaction, as expressed by the

sample student population studied. 39% reported that the services offered

were good, while 29% reported that it was very good.

(
Satisfaction with Lifelong Learning

39%

0 Very good

0 Good

0 Not very good

0 Not good at all

0 Not applicable/no
contact

Fig-IV

Figs.-V and VI are some of the other measures of the level of satisfaction

for the services offered by the Division of Lifelong Learning. These include

interaction with the coordinator, as well as the experience of getting a proctor

for the remote site. A significantly high percentage reported not applicable.
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Proctor Difficulty

14%

86%

0Yes
O No

Fig-VI

In addition to the general level of satisfaction for Lifelong Learning, the

questionnaire also took into account satisfaction with the different aspects of

each of the medium of delivery. Fig.-VII is indicative of the general level of

satisfaction with IHETS courses. Though 67% percent of the students reported

that it was not applicable, 15% were in the average and above average range.

The 67% of the students citing that IHETS was not applicable to them, would be

a result of the fewer number of IHETS courses currently being offered at

Indiana State University, as compared to the Internet courses.

Fig-V4
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Satisfaction with IHETS

15%
O Very satisfied

O Satisfied

O Not satisfied

ONot applicable/no
contact
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Similarly, Fig.-VIII deals with the level of satisfaction experienced for

videotape courses. It may be noteworthy that overall most students had no

difficulty getting the tapes on time.

2% 18%

3%

Satisfaction with
Videotape Service

23%

31% 8%

15%

0 Convenient

0 Timely

0 Expensive

0 Bargain

0 Confusing

0 Delay in receiving
tapes

0 Did not use the
tape service

Internet access

7% 1°/02% 2%

88%

0 At home

0 At work

0 Ivy Tech or
Vincennes

0 Learning Center

0 Elsewhere

N

Fig-VIII

Fig-IX

Fig-IX illustrates the computer accessibility, with 88% students indicating

that they have a computer at home and 7% indicating that they had computer

access at work.
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Discussions, Conclusions and Recommendations

For the purpose of this study, the preference for the delivery medium

and the level of satisfaction for the services of the Division of Lifelong

Learning, at Indiana State University, were studied. It was found, that based on

the' initial hypothesis, a vast majority (77%) of the students preferred Internet

courses to televised, videotape and correspondence courses. In addition,

students reported an overall level of satisfaction (39%) for the services offered

for distance education, at Indiana State University.

The results of the study supported the general findings, that given the

role of computers and the Internet in our lives, it is currently the most popular

mode of instruction. One of the reasons of the sample preference for Internet

courses may be because 88% reported that they had a computer at home. In

addition, 65% of the students were already taking Internet courses at the time

of the survey. Another reason for the significantly large number of students

supporting Internet courses may be because of the general nature of the

questions in the survey. None of the questions on the survey, distinguished

between the types of Internet courses offered at Indiana State. In addition,

given the fact that Indiana State University also caters to the rural community

in Indiana, distance is a primary reason for taking the distance education

course. This is unlike many big universities, where a preference to this type of

modality, is often the reason for taking the ,course.

The present study also concluded' that students of distance education

were satisfied by the services offered by the Division of Lifelong Learning. The

12
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study looked at the different aspects of distance education, including library

resources, advisement, course registration, and financial aid. Students

reported a general level of satisfaction for each.

One of the drawbacks of a research such as this, might be that since

students are asked personal details such as the name, instructor's name,

course details, etc., they may not be completely genuine in their replies.

However, in order to overcome this problem, the Division of Lifelong Learning

created an online version of the same form, for Spring 2002. This is meant to

ensure student's privacy and security, while at the same time encouraging

sincerity in filling out the answers.
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